The goal of this article is to verify the hypothesis that from 2000 to 2011 the discrepancies between material living standards in the countryside and cities of different sizes blurred in Poland year by year. On the basis of the research conducted it has been determined that over the first decade of the 21st century the discrepancy between the living standards in Poland's rural and urban areas decreased in terms of the amount and structure of expenditure per capita, volume of quantitative consumption, housing conditions and household equipment including durable goods. This conclusion has been drawn because the level of examined variables, both in the countryside and cities or towns of different sizes over the years 2000-2011, approached in most cases the level observed for the whole country.
Introduction
The goal of this article is to demonstrate that the class of location has come to determine less and less the economic well-being of Poland's population. Therefore, a hypothesis is made that the fact of living in a village, small town, mid-size or large city is progressively less relevant to the economic living conditions of Poland's population. Hence the main goal of this article boils down to verifying the hypothesis that the class of location affected the material living standards of Poland's inhabitants in 2011 less than it had done in 2000 because over these years Poland became a more uniform country in terms of economic well-being of both its urban and rural population.
For the purposes of this article, the notion of people's living standards acquires a narrow sense of the expression, namely economic living conditions 1 . The analysis conducted will thus be limited to examining the degree of satisfying people's material needs. Therefore, the article will not deal with other, namely non-economic, aspects of human existence that would form part of a holistic assessment of human life 2 .
Narrowing the definition of living standards to the material conditions of human existence has determined the selection of parameters and criteria allowing to comprehensively evaluate the material level of life and provide both temporal (from 2000 to 2011) and spatial (different classes of location) comparisons. These parameters have been split into four separate groups:
-amount and types of expenditure (particularly spending on goods and consumer services),
-quantitative consumption of various kinds of food products, the scale and structure of which will allow to asses changes in people's eating habits, -parameters of inhabited dwellings (including their areas and degree of flat/house equipment with proper sanitary and technical infrastructure that defines the level of everyday life and the way of using the dwellings),
-equipment of households with durable goods.
The consequence of such a parameter classification defining the living standards of a Polish resident has been identifying the following four research problems for this article:
-analysis of the differences between average monthly expenditure per capita in 
To determine the value d for the examined period, the following formula has been used:
Next, the value d obtained for the class i of location, calculated for the base period and the examined period, has been compared. Whenever there has been the following relation:
, this means that the deviation of the mean value of the variable Z, calculated for the class i of location, from the mean value of the same variable calculated for the whole population between the base period and the examined period decreased. Whenever there has been the following inequality:
, then the deviation of the mean value of the variable Z, calculated for the class i of location, from the mean value of the same variable calculated for the whole population between the base period and the examined period increased. Whenever there has been the equality: -town with less than 20,000 inhabitants, -town with 20,000 to 99,000 inhabitants, -city with 100,000 to 199,000 inhabitants, -city with 200,000 to 499,000 inhabitants, -city with more than 500,000 inhabitants.
Analysis of differences between average monthly expenditure per capita
The first identified research task is to study the differences between average monthly expenditure per capita in Polish households of the respective locations in 2000 and 2011.
The interest is focused on the spending aimed at satisfying specific types of consumer needs 6 .
The results of the comprehensive analysis of expenditure per capita for the respective classes of locations are shown in Table 1 7 . The difference between the average monthly expenditure per capita in the countryside and the average monthly expenditure per capita in Poland decreased in the years 2000-2011.
Significantly, this regularity concerns also the category "goods and consumer services" 8 and this category, both in 2000 and 2011, both for cities or towns and villages, constituted as much as nearly 96% of the entire spending. It is also worth stressing that the discrepancy between the countryside and the whole country decreased not only for the spending on goods and consumer services in general, but also for most items constituting this aggregate. In the case of cities or towns, however, the percent deviation from the value calculated for the entire population decreased. What is more, it decreased not only for all cities and towns altogether, but also for most of the urban categories specified. The difference in total expenditure per capita increased only for cities with more than 500,000 inhabitants, though very slightly (only by 0.16 percentage point (p.p.)).
Analysis of differences between average monthly consumption of food products per capita
The second identified research task is to study the differences between average monthly quantitative consumption of selected food products 9 per capita across the respective classes of location in Poland in 2000 and 2011. The results of this analysis are shown in Table 2 . 
Analysis of differences between housing conditions of households
The third identified research task is to study the differences between housing conditions of Polish households of the specified classes of location in the years 2000 and 2011. The results of this analysis are shown in Table 3 . As already mentioned, the decline in the deviation over the years under consideration was reported not only for cities and towns at large, but also for the respective classes of urban areas. Although three variables (gas, central heating, stoves) and two categories of urban areas (towns with less than 20,000 inhabitants and cities with more than 500,000 inhabitants) saw an increased deviation, this increase was nevertheless very limited and resulted insignificant against decreased deviations of the remaining variables.
The issue of changing average usable areas occupied by households in the years 2000
and 2011 needs to be further discussed. During the period under consideration, deviation from the mean value calculated for the entire population, meaning both villages, cities and towns altogether, as well as each class of urban areas, saw an increase. However, this increase was not substantial enough to have an impact on the final conclusions of this study. It is so because it can be assumed that the comfort and quality of life in the 21 century is more dependent on equipping the residential area with adequate infrastructural facilities than on the area itself. Hence the conviction that it would not be risky to state that living standards in terms of housing conditions underwent in Poland, throughout the eleven years under consideration, a definite process of unification affecting the respective classes of location.
Analysis of differences between the level of equipping households with durable goods
The fourth identified research task is to study the differences between the level of equipping Polish households with durable goods, according to their classes of location, in the period from 2000 to 2011. The results of this analysis are shown in Table 4 . The difference between the mean share of rural households with durable goods in the total number of rural households and the mean share of Polish households with the said goods in the total number of Polish households decreased for nearly all the variables adopted and this decrease, for most variables, amounted to at least several dozen percentage points. Also the difference between the mean share of urban households equipped with durable goods in the total number of urban households and the mean share of Polish households with the said goods in the total number of Polish households decreased for nearly all the adopted variables and this decrease, for most variables, amounted to at least a dozen or more percentage points.
The deviation decreased during the examined period not only for cities and towns altogether, but also for respective classes of urban areas. Admittedly, certain categories saw an increased deviation, but this increase was limited and against decreased deviations reported for the other variables, it turned out insignificant.
On the other hand, the difference between the mean share of rural households equipped with durable goods in the total number of rural households and the mean share of Polish households equipped with these objects in the total number of Polish households increased for TV sets and cars. However, this increase in the number of TV sets amounted to only 0.21 p.p., so it can be stated that the level of this variable remained stable from 2000 to 2011. This conclusion is also grounded by the fact that both in 2000 and 2011 the discrepancy between rural households with TV sets and the share calculated for the entire population was nearly zero. Therefore, one can claim that the whole country, urban and rural areas included, both in 2000 and in 2011, was rather a homogeneous community in terms of saturation of households with TV sets.
As already mentioned, cars are also those goods in respect of which the discrepancy between the value calculated for the entire population increased in the years 2000-2011, with the increase amounting to 3.39 p.p. for rural areas and 1.32 p.p. for urban areas. However, it can be stated that this increase is not significant for an overall assessment of the problem because for the other variables discussed in this paper, the decrease amounted to a dozen or more or even a few dozen per cent. Therefore, it is well-founded to ultimately state that between 2000 and 2011, the material standard of households from the respective classes equalized in terms of their equipment with durable goods.
Conclusions
The goal of this article is to answer the question whether in the years 2000 and 2011 the impact of household location on Polish population's living standards changed and if it did, what were the directions of such changes. The subject-matter of the research has been villages (as one category), cities and towns altogether, towns with less than 20,000 inhabitants, towns with 20,000 to 99,000 inhabitants, cities with 100,000 to 199,000 inhabitants, cities with 200,000 to 499,000 inhabitants and cities with more than 500,000 inhabitants. In Poland, as of 1 January 2011, there were 908 cities and towns, with only 5 with more than 500,000 inhabitants (Warsaw, Kraków, Łódź, Wrocław, Poznań). The number of Polish villages amounted then 43,007, and including their colonies, hamlets and settlements, it was 56,537.
The findings of the first research task has indicated that Poland is more homogeneous and uniform regarding the level of satisfying its population's consumer needs. In the period 2000-2011, the difference between urban and rural monthly spending per capita decreased. In 2000, average monthly spending in rural areas constituted 79.78% of total average monthly spending, while in 2011, the ratio of rural spending amounted to 81.29% (thus increasing by 1.51 p.p.).
In 2000, average monthly expenses in urban areas constituted 113.40% of total average monthly expenses, but in 2011, the urban spending ratio was 111.64% (thus decreasing by 1.76 p.p.).
The process of unifying determined not only the level of total expenses, but also their structure. The discrepancy between average expenditure per capita in rural and urban areas and the average expenditure in the whole country decreased for most goods and consumer services (particularly for spending on housing equipment, running households, using flats or houses, equipping them with utilities, transport and communication, recreation, culture, restaurants, hotels and education). It is also worth pointing out that in the years 2000-2011 the share of expenditure on food and non-alcoholic beverages (both in urban and rural areas) decreased significantly in total spending, which undeniably proves that the financial situation of Poland's population improved.
The second research task indicated that the eating habits of both rural and urban Polish population differ every time less and that this process does not only refer to urban and rural areas in general, but also each one of the separately analysed classes of location.
The Poles -both in rural and urban areas -live in every time larger and better equipped houses and flats. However, during the first decade of the 21st century, it is the living area of rural houses and flats that grew most, while growing the least in large cities. It is also in rural areas where sanitary and technical installations of households underwent the greatest improvement.
The third research task has additionally revealed that the Poles' living conditions, taking into account water pipes, flushing toilets, bathrooms, running hot water, gas, central heating and stoves, not only improved in the years 2000-2011, but also the whole country became more homogeneous in this respect.
The fourth research task has allowed to ascertain that Poland is more homogeneous regarding the presence of durable goods in households. This particularly concerns satellite and cable TV sets, video and DVD recorders, digital cameras, stationary and mobile phones, home appliances (e.g. automatic washing machines, microwave ovens and dishwashers), personal computers, printers and access to the Internet. The dynamics of boosted equipping households with durable goods was definitely more intense in villages than in cities or towns, which caused reducing the discrepancy between the rural and urban areas in this respect. The fact that between 2000 and 2011 a repeated leap, especially in the countryside, in saturating households with personal computers with Internet access deserves to be particularly emphasised.
The data provided in this article also clearly show that the more households are equipped with durable goods of the new generation, the less present is there the old generation audio-visual equipment. It is also worth pointing out that the countryside, due to its inhabitants needs related to road communication, occupied the dominant position, both in 2000 and 2011, regarding cars as parts of the household assets.
On the basis of the research conducted, it can thus be ascertained that the first decade of the 21st century brought Poland's inhabitants a major improvement in their living conditions, both in rural and urban areas, accompanied at the same time by a significant reduction of the discrepancy between the material living standards of the countryside and more urbanised areas.
What is of importance, the subject-matter of the authors' interest has been here only the economic aspect of the living standards and that is why any other aspects determining the overall quality of human life has been omitted. Nevertheless, the authors are intent on developing their research in the future and to turn it towards assessing changes in the degree of fulfilling other human needs, namely non-economic ones. A series of additional variables will be introduced to the discourse, not all of them will be of quantitative nature. cameras and LCD or plasma TV sets, respectively. 5 The data corresponding to the examined period are marked with subscript 1 and the data corresponding to the base period are marked with subscript 0. 6 The subject-matter of interest is not an income. From the point of view of the purpose of this article, funds for expenses are irrelevant, in contrast to the very possibility of satisfying one's needs through spending, regardless of the source of funds. 7 Whenever Table 1 and subsequent tables include the expression "total", it refers to the value calculated for the sum of statistical units of villages and cities or towns, namely the value calculated for the entire statistical population of Poland. 8 Spending on goods and consumer services means the spending to satisfy household needs and includes goods purchased for cash, through loans or obtained free of charge, as well as natural consumption (goods and consumer services for households, derived from agricultural activity or from one's own business). These goods are non-durable goods (e.g. food, beverages, medicines), semi-durable goods (e.g. clothes, books, toys) and durable goods (e.g. cars, washing machines, fridges, TV sets 
